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BIBLE STUDY IN JAPAN. 



By Rev. John L. Dearing, A.M., 
President of the Baptist Theological Seminary, Yokohama, Japan. 



To speak of Bible study in a country where we must yet wait 
two full years before the people shall have been in possession of 
the New Testament Scriptures in the vernacular for a score of 
years, and where the Old Testament has been within their reach 
a much shorter time, is to use an almost inappropriate term. If 
the country at large be considered, with notable exceptions in the 
case of certain individuals, Japan is still in the kindergarten age, 
or the infant-class department, as regards Bible study. Thus far 
the effort on the part of Christian Japanese and missionaries 
has been little more than to secure for the Bible a reading sim- 
ply. Systematic study of the Word outside of theological 
classes has scarcely been undertaken. And yet there may be 
some features of this elementary stage of a bright and intelligent 
people in the coming in contact with the Bible which may be 
worthy of consideration. From the time the gospel of Matthew 
was translated and given to the people in 1871 until the present 
time, the circulation of the Scriptures has been most gratifying. 
There had, according to statistics, been placed in circulation 
from 1890 to the present time about 750,000 copies of the Bible 
and portions of the Bible. When it is remembered, however, 
that this is a nation of over 40,000,000, the great work yet to be 
done before the Bible shall be in every home is evident. Several 
efforts have been made within a few years to secure such a wide 
circulation, and a house-to-house canvass has been made in some 
of the large cities like Yokohama and Nagoya, and a Scripture 
portion has been placed in every house. It is one thing, how- 
ever, to do this and quite another thing to secure a reading of 
the book. It should be said, however, that out of the average 
annual circulation of about 100,000 Bibles and Scripture 
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portions a large proportion are sales, and these, too, not to 
Christians alone, but to those who were buying the book to 
get their first impression of Christianity. The growing desire 
on the part of the people for the Bible is further illustrated by the 
action of the Catholic mission in Japan. So many of their peo- 
ple were securing the Protestant Bible for reading that during 
the past year a translation of the gospels from the Vulgate has 
been made, which in some places seems to follow the English 
Authorized Version. 

Perhaps the first step in the line of simple Bible study which 
calls for notice in this connection, however, is the work of the 
Scripture Union in Japan. The effort of this organization is to 
secure uniform daily Bible reading and study on the part of as 
many as possible, and the work accomplished is remarkable. 
The plan was started fourteen years since, on the four-hundredth 
anniversary of Luther's birth, and has grown rapidly, till there 
are now over 12,000 who are regular members of the union. A 
small pamphlet is published yearly giving the list of daily read- 
ings for the year. The chief text of the passage is also noted 
and emphasized by a parallel passage from some other part of 
the Bible. Simple rules for Bible study are laid down, and 
numerous suggestive hints and encouragements to Bible study 
are printed in the back part of the pamphlet. The union, which 
is called in Japanese Seisho no Tomo, or "Friends of the Bible," 
also publishes a monthly paper, which contains more extended 
comments on the Daily Readings for the month and an explana- 
tion of difficult passages. This work has been very successful 
in extending a knowledge of the Bible and in securing a simple 
study of it. In remote country villages, where the missionary 
or evangelist has never yet been, there may often be found those 
who are members of the Scripture Union, and who are reading 
the Bible daily. In prisons and in schools, in the army and the 
navy, in the country and the city, among the official classes and 
among the common people, are those who keep a copy of the 
list of readings in their Bible and follow its course. The reports 
of the union are full of encouragement in the results which have 
come from this work. 
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The readings until recently have been confined very largely 
to the New Testament, as comparatively few of those who have 
a copy of the New Testament have the whole Bible, and also 
because it has not been easy to arouse an interest in Old Testa- 
ment reading. In the readings of the last two or three years, 
however, sections from the Psalms have been inserted, and 
gradually it is hoped that the Old Testament will be read as well 
as the New. 

Perhaps a little in advance of the work of the Scripture Union, 
from the point of view of Bible study, is the work of some mis- 
sionaries, who prepare comments and notes on Bible readings, 
which little companies of Christians promise to follow, and on 
regular seasons meetings are held for questions and examination 
of the work done on the readings of the past month or quarter. 
By thus following up the readings with the examinations the 
real need of the people in the way of helps is better understood 
and the uselessness of anything involved or abstruse is empha- 
sized, and also the readers are encouraged to think more care- 
fully of what they read. 

If we turn to Sunday-school work, a variety of conditions is 
found. On the one hand there are to be seen the scores of street 
Sunday schools, where the children, often unable to read and 
absolutely ignorant of the Bible, are gathered and taught the 
simplest truths of Christianity by the use of picture rolls and 
other methods. There are also in the churches very generally 
Sunday schools, where Christian children and children from 
Christian homes are taught more thoroughly in the Bible. 
Here there are in use very generally translations of the Sunday- 
school helps in use in America. The adult classes are, as a rule, 
conspicuous by their absence. That the Bible is a book to be 
studied by Christian people is not yet fully ingrained in the 
minds of Christians even. That a man should read the Bible 
carefully before he become a Christian is urged by all and 
regarded as most necessary, but, having got some comprehen- 
sion of its teaching and having become a member of a church, 
that after this there should be a continuous new grasp of truth 
through study of the Bible is not understood. That the 
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Bible differs from other books in this particular is not realized, 
and much work must be done before this true idea of Bible 
study is developed. 

In mission schools for both girls and boys there is a great 
deal of Bible study done, it being one of the purposes for which 
such schools were established that the students should be 
taught the Bible as well as secular branches. In these schools 
often a very thorough study is carried on, beginning, perhaps, 
with a course of study in Bible biography and carried on through 
a very careful study of portions of the book. In many of these 
schools, however, the students coming with no knowledge what- 
ever of the Bible, it is found necessary to first establish a gen- 
eral knowledge of the book as a whole before any special study 
of parts is taken up. It is through the students from these 
schools, however, that the idea of Bible study is being greatly 
spread. Some of the students of these schools have passed 
examinations in the Bible in the B. Y. P. U. or similar courses 
with great credit. Through the efforts of the Students' Y. M. 
C. A. union of Japan, which has organized associations in differ- 
ent government schools as well as in mission schools, classes for 
Bible study are being formed in many schools where there are 
as yet, perhaps, no Christian teachers. For the year ending 
April I, 1898, there were in the schools of Japan fifteen associa- 
tions conducting Bible classes, with an average attendance of 
209 at each session. Besides these there were nine associations 
in Christian schools which had curriculum Bible study. The 
methods of study vary greatly, and effort is now being made to 
organize this work more fully by providing some outline of 
study which can be profitably used. 

In theological schools, of course, the most advanced work 
done in Bible study in Japan is to be found. But even here it 
is from necessity in many respects very elementary. An effort 
is made in some schools to cover the entire Bible with a more 
or less thorough study during the course, since often there are 
found those in the classes who have never even read the book 
through. Much work is done in the vernacular by teachers who 
are versed in the Japanese language, and perhaps the most prac- 
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tical work is of this sort. Among other helps the Life and Times 
of Christ, based on Luke, edited by Dr. Harper, which has been 
translated by Rev. A. A. Bennett, is found to be a very helpful 
work. One of the great disadvantages of study in the vernacular 
is the paucity of helps. Very few and brief commentaries on only 
a few of the books of the Bible are about all that the student 
ignorant of English has at his disposal. In some schools a very 
commendable progress has been made in Greek and Hebrew 
through the use of Dr. Harper's methods, and there is a hope 
for thorough work in the original by native students in the 
future. Not till that day comes, perhaps, shall we see the Bible 
proving the steadying influence in Japanese religious thought 
that it must come to be ultimately. 

The Japanese Bible reader and student often surprises one 
with his familiarity with the book and his ability to turn up pas- 
sages from memory and the ease with which, though devoid of 
concordance or text-book, he can find proof texts. There is a 
very commendable readiness to accept the book as the word of 
God and to be guided by it. There is, however, a failure at 
present to comprehend the amount of study that it will bear. 
Hasty and superficial interpretations and conclusions as to its 
meaning are common. The Bible holds nothing like the pre- 
eminent place in the literature or life of the people that it holds 
in America and England. Hence attacks upon it and doubts as 
to its teaching find much more ready acceptance, even among 
those who are believers in its teaching. Thus is evident the 
great need of thorough study of the Bible in the original, so 
that its impregnable position and unparalleled assertions may be 
established. In this examination of the subject no reference 
has been made to those few scholars among the Japanese who 
have done faithful work abroad and who have returned to do 
good work among their people, since the endeavor has been 
rather to give in brief compass the general position of Bible 
study as it exists in Japan today. The future of Bible reading 
and Bible study never looked more hopeful than at present. The 
need of the right sort of helps in such study adapted to the con- 
ditions existing was never greater. 



